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Modern Church History 
1700-Present Day 

Lesson Nineteen 

The Development of Cults 
Brief History of Mormonism (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints) 

- The doctrines of Mormonism began with Joseph Smith in the 1820s in Western New 

York during a period of religious excitement known as the Second Great 

Awakening. 

- Smith, at 14 years old, was determined to find out 

which church taught the "true" doctrine of God.  

- He believed that God existed, but was confused by what he believed to 

be contradictions in the beliefs of churches available to him.  

- After praying about which denomination he should join, Smith said he 

received a vision in the spring of 1820.  

- Called the "First Vision", Smith said that God the Father and his son, Jesus Christ, 

appeared to him and instructed him to join none of the existing churches because 

they were all wrong.  

- During the 1820s, Smith chronicled several angelic visitations, and was 

eventually told (by the angels) that God would use him to re-establish the 

"true Christian church."  

- In 1830 Smith published the Book of Mormon which he claimed to have translated 

from ancient writings found on golden plates.  

- He said an angel first showed him the location of the plates in 1823, buried in a 

nearby hill. After obtaining the plates in 1827, Smith began dictating the text of the 

Book of Mormon in April 1828 with the assistance of Martin Harris and later Oliver 

Cowdery. 

- After several interruptions, Smith completed the manuscript in June 1829. Smith 

said the plates were returned to the angel after he finished the translation.  

- The Book of Mormon claims to be a chronicle of early Israelites who left the Near 

East and traveled to the Americas.  

- The book begins around 600 BC with the departure from Jerusalem of the family of a 

prophet named Lehi, and their sailing to the Americas.  
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- It tells of people in the Americas (presumably Native Americans) with a belief 

in Jesus, hundreds of years before his birth; their witnessing Jesus's personal 

visitation to them after his resurrection; and of their eventually losing Christianity 

after generations of wars and apostasy. According to Smith, the Book of 

Mormon and other revelations would be the means of establishing correct doctrine 

for a restored church. 

- Smith began baptizing new converts in 1829, and formally organized the Church of 

Christ in 1830. Smith was seen by his followers as a modern-day prophet.  

- The early church encountered criticism and persecution from residents of Palmyra, 

New York and the surrounding several towns when they began to organize.  

- To avoid confrontation, Smith and the early church members, known as Mormons, 

moved West to Kirtland, Ohio, and Jackson County, Missouri where they hoped to 

establish a permanent New Jerusalem or City of Zion.  

- However, they were expelled from Jackson County in 1833 and fled to other parts of 

Missouri.  

- In 1838, fighting between the Missourians and Mormons resulted in the governor of 

Missouri issuing an "extermination order" against the Mormons, forcing them to flee 

the state.  

- The displaced church relocated to Illinois where under Smith's direction, the church 

bought a small town, renamed it Nauvoo, and lived with a degree of peace and 

prosperity for a few years.  

- However, tensions between Mormons and their neighbors again escalated. In 

1844 Smith was killed by a mob, precipitating a succession crisis.  

- The largest group of Mormons, now called the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, followed Brigham Young as the new prophet and, 

under his direction, emigrated to what became the Utah 

Territory.  

- There, the church began the open practice of plural marriage, 

a form of religious polygamy which Smith had instituted in Nauvoo.  

- Polygamy became the faith's most sensational characteristic during the 19th 

century, and vigorous opposition by the United States Congress threatened the 

church's existence as a legal institution.  

- Further, polygamy was also a major cause for the opposition to Mormonism in the 

states of Idaho and Arizona.  

- In the 1890 Manifesto, church president Wilford Woodruff announced the official 

end of plural marriage.  

- Due to this formal abolition of plural marriage, several small groups broke from the 

LDS Church forming many smaller Mormon fundamentalist denominations.  
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- During the latter half of the 20th century the LDS Church grew rapidly, going from 

about 1.7 million members in 1960 to around 7.7 million members in 1990.  

- Growth since then has slowed, and the church claimed a membership of 16 million 

in 2020.  

The Theology of Mormonism 

- In Mormonism, the term “God” generally refers to the biblical God the Father, 

whom Latter Day Saints refer to as Elohim, and the term Godhead refers to a council 

of three distinct divine persons consisting of God the Father, Jesus (his firstborn Son, 

whom Latter Day Saints refer to as Jehovah), and the Holy Ghost.  

- Latter Day Saints believe that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are three distinct 

beings, and that the Father and Jesus have perfected, glorified, physical bodies, 

while the Holy Ghost is a spirit without a physical body.  

- Latter Day Saints also believe that there are other gods and goddesses outside the 

Godhead, such as a Heavenly Mother—who is married to God the Father—and that 

faithful Latter-day Saints may attain godhood in the afterlife.  

- Joseph Smith taught that God was once a man on another planet before 

being exalted to Godhood.  

- Also, Mormonism teaches that the intelligence dwelling in each human is coeternal 

with God.  

- Mormons use the term omnipotent to describe God, and regard him as the creator: 

they understand him as being almighty and eternal but subject to eternal natural 

law which governs intelligences, justice and the eternal nature of matter. 

- Mormonism describes itself as falling within world Christianity, but as a 

distinct restored dispensation; it characterizes itself as the only true form of 

the Christian religion since the time of a "Great Apostasy" that began not long 

after the ascension of Jesus Christ.  

- According to Mormons this apostasy involved the corruption of the pure, original 

Christian doctrine with Greek and other philosophies, and followers dividing into 

different ideological groups.  

- Additionally, Mormons claim the martyrdom of the Apostles led to the loss 

of Priesthood authority to administer the Church and its ordinances.  

- Mormons believe that God re-established the 1st-century early Christian church as 

found in the New Testament through the restoration of Joseph Smith.  

- In particular, Mormons believe that angels such as Peter, James, John, and John the 

Baptist appeared to Joseph Smith and others and bestowed various Priesthood 

authorities on them.  

- Mormons thus believe that their Church is the "only true and living church" 

because divine authority was restored to it through Smith.  

- In addition, Mormons believe that Smith and his legitimate successors are modern 

prophets who receive revelation from God to guide the church.  

- They maintain that other Christian religions have a portion of the truth and are 

guided by the light of Christ. 

- Smith's cosmology is laid out mostly in Smith's later revelations and sermons—

particularly the Book of Abraham, the Book of Moses, and the King Follett discourse. 
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- Mormon cosmology presents a unique view of God and the universe and places high 

importance on human agency.  

- In Mormonism, life on earth is just a short part of an eternal existence. Mormons 

believe that in the beginning, all people existed as spirits or "intelligences" in the 

presence of God.  

- In this state, God proposed a plan of salvation whereby they could progress 

and "have a privilege to advance like himself."  

- The spirits were free to accept or reject this plan, and a "third" of them, led 

by Satan rejected it.  

- The rest accepted the plan, coming to earth and receiving bodies with an 

understanding that they would experience sin and suffering. 

- In Mormonism, the central part of God's plan is the atonement of Jesus Christ. 

Mormons believe that one purpose of earthly life is to learn to choose good over evil.  

- In this process, people inevitably make mistakes, becoming unworthy to return to 

the presence of God.  

- Mormons believe that Jesus paid for the sins of the world and that all people can be 

saved through his atonement.  

- Mormons accept Christ's atonement through faith, repentance, formal covenants or 

ordinances such as baptism, and consistently trying to live a Christ-like life. 

- According to Mormon scripture, the Earth's creation was not ex nihilo, but organized 

from existing matter.  

- The Earth is just one of many inhabited worlds, and there are many governing 

heavenly bodies, including the planet or star Kolob, which is said to be nearest 

the throne of God.  

Ordinances in Mormonism 

- In Mormonism, an ordinance is a religious ritual of special significance, often 

involving the formation of a covenant with God.  

- Ordinances are performed by the authority of the priesthood and in the name 

of Jesus Christ. The term has a meaning roughly similar to the term sacrament in 

other Christian denominations. 

- Saving ordinances (or ordinances viewed as necessary for salvation) 

include: baptism by immersion after the age of accountability (normally age 

8); confirmation and reception of the gift of the Holy Ghost, performed by 

laying hands on the head of a newly baptized member; ordination to 

the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthoods for males; 

an endowment (including washing and anointing) received in temples; 

and marriage (or sealing) to a spouse.  

- Mormons also perform other ordinances, which include the Lord's supper 

(commonly called the sacrament), naming and blessing children, giving priesthood 

blessings and patriarchal blessings, anointing and blessing the sick, participating 

in prayer circles, and setting apart individuals who are called to church positions. 

- In Mormonism, the saving ordinances are seen as necessary for salvation, but they 

are insufficient in and of themselves.  
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- For example, baptism is required for exaltation, but having been baptized does not 

guarantee any eternal reward.  

- The baptized person is expected to obey God's commandments, repent of any sinful 

conduct subsequent to baptism, and receive the other saving ordinances. 

- Because Mormons believe that everyone must receive specific ordinances to be 

saved, Mormons perform ordinances on behalf of deceased persons.  

- These ordinances are performed vicariously or by "proxy" on behalf of the dead.  

- In accordance with their belief in each individual's "free agency", living or dead, 

Mormons believe that the deceased may accept or reject the offered ordinance in 

the spirit world, just as all spirits decided to accept or reject God's plan originally.  

- In addition, these "conditional" ordinances on behalf of the dead are performed only 

when a deceased person's genealogical information has been submitted to a temple 

and correctly processed there before the ordinance ritual is performed.  

Scripture in Mormonism 

- Mormons believe in the Old and New Testaments, and the LDS Church uses 

the Authorized King James Version as its official scriptural text of the Bible.  

- While Mormons believe in the general accuracy of the modern-day text of the Bible, 

they also believe that it is incomplete and that errors have been introduced.  

- According to Mormon theology, many lost truths are restored in the Book of 

Mormon, which Mormons hold to be divine scripture and equal in authority to the 

Bible.  

- The Mormon scriptural canon also includes a collection of revelations and writings 

contained in the Doctrine and Covenants, which contains doctrine and prophecy, 

and the Pearl of Great Price, which addresses briefly Genesis to Exodus.  

- These books, as well as the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible, have varying 

degrees of acceptance as divine scripture among different denominations of the 

Latter-Day Saint movement. 

The Afterlife in Mormonism 

- The celestial, terrestrial, and telestial kingdoms are part of the eschatology 

of Mormonism.  

- According to Mormon theology, the celestial, terrestrial, and telestial kingdoms are 

different levels of glory that people will experience in the afterlife, based on their 

faithfulness to LDS teachings in the present life (Doctrine & Covenants 76:50–119). 

- The celestial kingdom is the highest of the three kingdoms, reserved for those who 

have accepted the fullness of the gospel, participated in LDS ordinances, and lived 

righteously.  

- It is a place where believers can dwell in the presence of God the Father and Jesus 

Christ, becoming “heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ.” 

- The terrestrial kingdom is the middle level of glory, designated for those who lived 

honorable lives but did not fully accept the LDS gospel or did not remain faithful to 

its teachings.  

- This kingdom is described as a place of great glory in the presence of Jesus Christ, 

but not of the fulness of God the Father.  
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- The terrestrial kingdom includes those who were blinded to the truth of 

Mormonism but were not evildoers. 

- The telestial kingdom is the lowest level of glory, reserved for those who led sinful 

lives, rejected the gospel, and did not repent.  

- According to LDS doctrine, those in the telestial kingdom will receive the Holy 

Spirit’s ministrations but will not enjoy the presence of God the Father or Jesus 

Christ.  

- They will enter this kingdom after being redeemed from “spirit prison,” or hell. The 

telestial kingdom is still believed to be a place of glory, surpassing anything on 

earth. 

- A place called perdition is reserved for still others who are not deemed worthy of 

any glory whatsoever.  

- Those consigned to perdition are “vessels of wrath, doomed to suffer the wrath of 

God, with the devil and his angels in eternity” (D&C 76:33). 

- First Corinthians 15:40–41 is often cited by Mormons to support the idea of 

celestial, telestial, and terrestrial kingdoms:  

“There are also celestial bodies and terrestrial bodies; but the glory of the celestial is 

one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, another 

glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for one star differs from another 

star in glory” (NKJV).  

 

7th Day Adventism 

- Seventh-day Adventism is a sect of Christianity that 

believes, among other things, that worship services 

should be conducted on the “seventh day” (the 

Sabbath) instead of on Sunday.  

- There seem to be different "degrees" of Seventh-

day Adventism. Some Seventh-day Adventists believe identically to orthodox 

Christians, other than holding to the Saturday Sabbath.  

- Seventh-day Adventism has its roots in Adventism, a 19th-century movement that 

anticipated the imminent appearance (or advent) of Jesus Christ.  

- The Adventists were also called Millerites because their group was founded by 

William Miller, a false prophet who predicted Jesus would return in either 

1843 or 1844.  

- When Miller’s prediction of Christ’s second coming failed to come to pass, the 

Millerites disbanded in dismay; this event became known as the “Great 

Disappointment.”  

- But then a couple of Miller’s followers claimed to have visions to account for the 

failed prophecy.  

- Instead of coming to earth, Jesus had entered the heavenly temple—thus, Miller was 

right, after all, they said, except his prophecy had a spiritual fulLillment instead of a 

physical one.  



Modern Church History  Angela Ke�erhagen 

 7

- One of the seers who covered for Miller was 17-year-old Ellen G. Harmon, who had 

her Lirst of 2,000 purported visions in a prayer meeting shortly after Miller’s 

disgrace.  

- With her vision, Ellen soon became a beacon of hope for disillusioned Millerites. She 

united Adventist factions and became the spiritual guide for a new religious group. 

- In 1846, Ellen married James White, an Adventist preacher. Soon they became 

convinced that Sabbath-keeping was for all Christians.  

- In 1847, Ellen G. White had another vision—this one 

con=irming her new belief that Sabbath-keeping was to be 

a primary doctrine.  

- The Adventists under Ellen G. White’s inLluence became 

Seventh-day Adventists. Ellen G. White’s many visions and 

writings—she was a proliLic writer—greatly shaped the 

doctrine of Seventh-day Adventism.  

- Today, most Seventh-day Adventists still consider Ellen White 

to be a prophetess of God, even though many of her prophecies 

failed to come true.  

- In fact, Seventh-day Adventists consider Revelation 19:10 (“the testimony of 

Jesus is the spirit of prophecy”) to be a reference to Ellen G. White’s writings. 

- In 1855, the Seventh-day Adventists settled in Battle Creek, Michigan, and in May 

1863 the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists was ofLicially incorporated.  

- In the next Live decades, Ellen G. White wrote nearly 10,000 pages of prophetic 

material. Included in the visions was the doctrine of “The Great Controversy,” a 

cosmic war being waged between Jesus and His angelic army and Satan and his. 

Other visions dealt with healthy eating habits, which Mrs. White called “the gospel of 

health” (Testimonies for the Church, Vol. 6, p. 327).  

- Seventh-day Adventism places restrictions on consuming meat, or “Llesh food,” as 

Adventists call it.  

- “Flesh food is injurious to health, and whatever affects the body has a 

corresponding effect on the mind and the soul” (The Ministry of Healing, Chapter 

24: “Flesh as Food,” p. 316).  

- It is no surprise that, after requiring Sabbath-keeping, Adventists began to add other 

elements of legalism into their creed. 

- Interestingly, Kellogg’s Corn Flakes was an Adventist creation: John Harvey Kellogg 

was a Seventh-day Adventist doctor in Battle Creek who wanted to manufacture a 

“healthy” vegetarian alternative to “unhealthy” breakfasts containing meat.  

- Meanwhile, Mrs. White kept having visions, and she began teaching the unorthodox 

doctrines of soul sleep and annihilationism. 

- Some doctrines in Seventh-day Adventism are based on unique interpretations of 

Scripture.  

- For example, SDA teaches that Satan is the “scapegoat” that bears believers’ sins 

“into the wilderness” (Leviticus 16:21), symbolic of the lake of Lire (The Great 

Controversy, p. 422, 485).  

- Seventh-day Adventism also identiLies Jesus as Michael the archangel (Jude 

1:9, Clear Word Bible, published by Review and Herald Publishing Association, 
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1994)—not that Jesus is an angel Himself, but that, when He’s referred to as the 

Commander of angels, He is called Michael. 

- Seventh-day Adventism also teaches that Jesus entered a second phase of His 

redemptive work on October 22, 1844, as prophesied by Hiram Edson.  

- And the Adventist promotion of Sabbath-keeping as a primary doctrine goes against 

the teaching of Scripture on the matter. 

- Seventh-Day Adventism is a diverse movement, and not all SDA groups hold to all 

the doctrines mentioned above.  

 

Christian Science 

- Christian Science was begun by Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910), who pioneered new 

ideas about spirituality and health.  

- Inspired by her own experience of healing in 1866, Eddy spent 

years in Bible study, prayer, and research of various healing 

methods.  

- The result was a system of healing she dubbed “Christian Science” 

in 1879. Her book, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, 

broke new ground in the understanding of the mind-body-spirit 

connection.  

- She went on to found a college, a church, a publishing 

enterprise, and the respected newspaper “The Christian 

Science Monitor.”  

- Because of its similarity to other groups, many believe Christian Science to be a non-

Christian cult. 

- Christian Science teaches that God—Father-Mother of all—is completely good and 

wholly spiritual and that all God’s creation, including the true nature of every 

person, is the Llawless spiritual likeness of the Divine.  

- Since God’s creation is good, evils such as disease, death, and sin cannot be a part of 

fundamental reality.  

- Rather, these evils are the result of living apart from God. Prayer is a central way to 

come closer to God and heal human ills.  

- This differs from the Bible, which teaches that man is born in sin inherited from 

Adam’s fall and that sin separates us from God.  

- Without God’s saving grace through the death of Christ on the cross, we would never 

be healed of the ultimate sickness—sin.  

- Rather than teaching that Jesus heals our spiritual sickness, Christian Scientists see 

Jesus’ ministry as their own paradigm for healing, believing it demonstrates the 

centrality of healing in regard to salvation.  

- Christian Scientists pray to realize more of the reality of God and God’s love daily 

and to experience and help others experience the harmonizing, healing effects of 

this understanding. 

- For most Christian Scientists, spiritual healing is an effective Lirst choice and, as a 

result, they turn to the power of prayer in lieu of medical treatment.  
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- Government authorities have occasionally challenged this approach, especially in 

circumstances when medical treatment is withheld from minors. However, there is 

no church policy mandating members' health-care decisions. 

- Christian Science has no ministers. Rather, the Bible and Science and Health act as 

pastor and preacher.  

- Bible lessons are studied daily and read aloud on Sunday by two elected lay 

members of each local congregation.  

- Christian Science churches also hold weekly testimonial meetings, at which 

congregation members relate experiences of healing and regeneration. 

- Of all the “Christian” cults in existence, “Christian Science” is the most inaccurately 

named.  

- Christian Science is neither Christian nor based on science. Christian Science denies 

all the core truths of what makes a system “Christian.”  

- Christian Science is, in fact, opposed to science and points to mystical new-age 

spirituality as the path for physical and spiritual healing.  

 

Jehovah Witnesses 

- The sect known today as the Jehovah’s Witnesses started out in Pennsylvania in 

1870 as a Bible class led by Charles Taze Russell. Russell named his group the 

“Millennial Dawn Bible Study,” and those who followed him were called “Bible 

students.”  

- Charles T. Russell began writing a series of books he called The Millennial Dawn, 

which stretched to six volumes before his death and contained much of the theology 

Jehovah’s Witnesses now hold. 

- The Watchtower Bible and Tract Society was founded in 1886 and quickly became 

the vehicle through which the “Millennial Dawn” movement began distributing their 

views. Group members were sometimes disparagingly called 

“Russellites.”  

- After Russell’s death in 1916, Judge J. F. Rutherford, Russell’s 

successor, wrote the seventh and Linal volume of the Millennial 

Dawn series, The Finished Mystery, in 1917. 

- That was also the year that the organization split. Those who followed Rutherford 

began calling themselves “Jehovah’s Witnesses.” 

- What do Jehovah’s Witnesses believe? Close scrutiny of their doctrinal position on 

such subjects as the deity of Christ, salvation, the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, and the 

atonement shows beyond a doubt that they do not hold to orthodox Christian 

positions on these subjects.  

- Jehovah’s Witnesses believe Jesus is Michael the archangel, the highest created 

being. This contradicts many passages of Scripture that clearly declare Jesus to be 

God. 

- Jehovah’s Witnesses believe salvation is obtained by a combination of faith, good 

works, and obedience.  

- This contradicts Scripture, which declares salvation to be received by grace through 

faith.  
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- Jehovah’s Witnesses reject the doctrine of the Trinity, believing Jesus to be a created 

being and the Holy Spirit to essentially be the inanimate power of God.  

- Jehovah’s Witnesses reject the concept of Christ’s substitutionary atonement and 

instead hold to a ransom theory, that Jesus’ death was a ransom payment for Adam’s 

sin. 

- How do the Jehovah’s Witnesses justify these unbiblical doctrines? First, they claim 

that the church has corrupted the Bible over the centuries; thus, they have re-

translated the Bible to reLlect their unique doctrines—the result is the New World 

Translation.  

- The New World Translation has gone through numerous editions, as the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses discover more and more passages of Scripture that contradict their 

doctrines. 

- The Watchtower bases its beliefs and doctrines on the original and expanded 

teachings of Charles Taze Russell, Judge Joseph Franklin Rutherford, and their 

successors.  

- The governing body of the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society claims sole authority 

to interpret Scripture.  

- In other words, what the governing body says concerning any scriptural passage is 

viewed as the last word, and independent thinking is strongly discouraged.  

- This is in direct opposition to Paul’s admonition to Timothy (and to us as well) to 

study to be approved by God, so that we need not be ashamed as we correctly handle 

the Word of God.  

- God’s children are to be like the Berean Christians, who searched the Scriptures 

daily to see if the things they were being taught lined up with the Word. 

- There is probably no religious group that is more faithful than the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses at spreading their message. Unfortunately, the message is full of 

distortions, deceptions, and false doctrine. 


